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Abstract 
This paper examines family functioning from the systemic perspective while endeavoring to point out to the correlation between 
family functioning, parenting style and depressive reactions of adolescents. The research was conducted with the aim to 
determine a correlation between patterns of family functioning, parenting style and presence of adolescents' depressive reactions. 
A FACES III (Olson, Portner & Levi, 1985) and EMBU (Arrindell, 2005) scales were used in order to determine the patterns of 
family functioning and parenting style. Two groups of adolescents were examined: 20 adolescents with depressive reactions who 
had ambulance or hospital treatment at the Clinic for Mental Health Protection in Nis and 20 adolescents who did not have any 
problems with depressive reactions. The results showed that there are statistically significant differences between these two 
groups. Statistically significant difference between families of depressed adolescents and adolescents from the control group has 
been present on the dimension of cohesion (t (38) =2.896, p<0.01) arithmetic mean for cohesiveness in the families of depressed 
adolescents is 34.35, while for the subjects from the control group is significantly above 41.05, which indicates that closeness, 
togetherness and a sense of belonging to the family are very important for the development outcomes of adolescents. Mothers of 
depressed adolescents who have expressed overprotective have low flexibility (r=-0473, p<0.05). Also, low emotional warmth of 
the mother points to the low flexibility and vice versa (r=0.451, p<0.05). When we talk about the sample of fathers, high rejecting 
of fathers indicates on low cohesiveness of the family system (r=-0.699, p<0.01), expressed overprotective of fathers also 
indicates to the low cohesiveness of the family system (r=-0576, p<0.01 level), and it is also associated with the denial of the 
emotional warmth of fathers toward their children (r=0.762, p<0.01 level). It can be concluded that the potentiation of closeness 
and togetherness in family functioning, which is promoted as a pattern in culture, have in a certain way, the protective function, 
as well as the contribution of fathers is very important for the development outcomes of adolescents. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
A functional family is a family that creates conditions for the development of healthy and mature members taking 
into consideration their intelectual and creative potentials. The functionality of a family can be studied in terms of 
organizational processes, which support the integration of a family as a whole and not as a simple sum of units, and 
define relations. One of the models for monitoring the patterns of family functioning is the Circumplex model of 
marital and family functioning by Olson (2000). According to this model, significant dimensions of family 
functionality are family cohesion and family adaptibility, i.e. flexibility. Family cohesion is defined as emotional 
bonding between the members of the family. Olson claims that there are four levels of cohesion: from disengaged, 
through separated, and connected, to enmeshed. Balanced family systems, the separated and the connected, are more 
functional than the rest. The separated family systems possess certain emotional separation, but it is not that extreme 
than the disengaged systems. It is more important to them to spend more of their own time separately, but there is 
also a time they spend together, when they make decisions and when marital problems are being solved. Activities 
and interests are mostly different but there are some that are mutual. In the connected family systems there is a 
feeling of emotional closeness and loyalty towards the spouse. The time spent together is more important than the 
time spent individually because the emphasis is on community. Dysfunctional family systems, in terms of the 
dimension of cohesion, denote families where there is a connection characterized by diffuse boundaries, vague 
diferentiation and great pressure towards community which points to the lack of autonomy, whereas,on the opposite 
pole there are disengaged family systems characterized by distance and rigid boundaries. Some studies have shown 
that the level of emotional closeness which exists with the parents, is very important for the mental health of the 
adolescents. According to Falci’s quotations (Falci, 2007), adolescents, whose parents show affection, acceptance 
and support, have less affinity towards anxiety and depression. 
The next very important dimension for family functioning is family adaptability, i.e. flexibility. According to 
Olson (2000), family flexibility represents the quantity of change in the family leadership, distribution of roles, and 
in the rules of mutual relations. Specific concepts included here are: leadership, styles of negotiation, distribution of 
roles and rules of mutual behaviour. There are four levels of adaptability that start from rigid, through structured, 
and flexible to chaotic. As with cohesion, there is an assumption that the moderate levels of flexibility are much 
more adequate for family functioning, while the extreme levels are very problematic for family functioning when 
they are present in the life cycle of the family for a long time.  
  Functional family systems in terms of adaptability and cohesion are characterized by the tendency for stability, 
maintaining balance but also for the need of adapting to certain life circumstances, as well as for the presence of 
connection and maintaining the relational community which is nurturing and supportive but taking into 
consideration the individual differences which gives opportunity for personal development and accomplishing the 
parenting function of the family. 
 
 
2. The influence of parenting style on the outcomes of adolescents' development 
 
The patterns of family functioning, i.e. the dimensions of family functionality are reflected on the parenting style 
and related to the dimensions of the parenting style. Schaefer (Schaefer, 1959) defined two dimensions of parenting 
style: affective and control. Based on the Schaefer’s instrument, designed for evaluation of parental behaviour, a 
Swedish researcher Perris has constructed an EMBU scale based on which Arrindell (Arrindell, 2005) and his 
associates, on a higher level of factorization, have defined four clear factors: rejecting, overprotecting, emotional 
warmth and favouring of the child. According to this model, the parenting style based on rejecting means parental 
behaviour characterized by: direct, open punishment, rejecting the subject as an individual, hostility, dispraising, 
depriving attention towards the child, child opinion and needs as well as symbolic punishment (embarrassing, 
mocking, criticizing the weaknesses and problems in front of others, isolation). A research by Herba and associates 
(Herba et al., 2008), show that adolescents whose parents prefer the rejecting parenting style, tend to have more 
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suicidal thoughts. The research by Arrindell and associates (Arrindell et al., 2005), points to the connection between 
the rejecting parenting style of both parents and the high neuroticism and low self-esteem of the adolescents. When 
rejecting behaviour is in question, there is negative tone present and negative corroboration and punishment are 
often used as parenting tools which can clearly be a motive for consuming alcohol and psychoactive substances as 
well as a motive for depressive reactions of the adolescents. Two specific types of parental behaviour, in terms of 
autonomy of the adolescents, were examined in the research conducted by Steinberg and Silk (2002) accepting and 
rejecting behaviour of the parents based on video tapes of discussion between parents and adolescents. The 
accepting parents gave the adolescents an opportunity to express their ideas, whereas the rejecting parents did not 
accept easily the individuality of their children, they criticized and disparaged independence of opinion. 
Adolescents, whose parents were accepting and mildly restrictive, easily have developed individuality and have 
achieved higher scores when measuring ego and psychosocial competence. On the other hand, adolescents, whose 
parents are imposing or too protective, can have problems in their individualization which can lead to depression, 
anxiety and decrease of social competences that can furthermore be compensated by alcohol and psychoactive 
substances. While the excess of control is connected to “rebellion”, the excess of psychological control is connected 
to internal and external problems in adolescents’ behaviour. Adolescents who are emotionally autonomous, but at 
the same time feeling distanced from their parents, have low achievement in terms of their psychological 
adaptability; whereas adolescents who have the same level of emotional autonomy but feel close to their parents, are 
healthier than their peers. Adolescents, who feel relatively closer to their parents, achieve better results than their 
peers when it comes to measurements of psychological development, behavioural competencies including school 
success and the feeling of self-esteem. The parenting style based on overprotection is characterized by protecting the 
child but in a brisk and authoritarian way, relatively high level of imposition, the tendency to know every child’s 
step, setting high standards of success which can also contribute to the emergence of internalized and externalized 
problems in adolescents’ behaviour. The parenting style based on emotional warmth means parental behaviour 
characterized by: warmth, love and attention, supporting the subject in things that are important to children, high 
respect of child opinion, subject’s feeling that child can rely on parents and ask for help, offering intellectual 
stimulation which is very inspirational for adolescents’ development and in combination with the adequate control 
contributes to the instrumental competence of the adolescents. 
 
3. Methodological approach to the problem 
 
The research was conducted with the aim to determine a correlation between patterns of family functioning, 
parenting style and presence of adolescents' depressive reactions. We assumed that there is a correlation between the 
depressive reactions of the adolescents and the dysfunctional patterns of family functioning and the rejecting 
parenting style in the family systems that adolescents with depressive reactions come from. A FACES III (Olson, 
Portner & Levi, 1985) and EMBU (Arrindell, 2005) scales were used in order to determine the patterns of family 
functioning and parenting style. The sample of the research was composed of 40 examinees divided in two groups. 
The first group were adolescents with depressive reactions and there were 20 of them, aged from 13 to 24, and 11 
female and 9 male examinees who received ambulant and hospital treatment at the Clinic for Mental Health 
Protection in Nis.The second group was consisted of 20 adolescents without depressive reactions, the same age as 
the adolescents in first group. 
 
4. Results of the research and interpretation of the results 
 
The results given in table 1 have shown that there are statistically significant differences between the patterns of 
family functioning in families of adolescents from both groups. The statistically significant difference between the 
families of adolescents with depressive reactions and adolescents from the control group is established on the 
dimension of cohesion of the family systems (t(38)=2.896, p<0.01), the arithmetic mean for cohesion of the 
depressive adolescents’ family systems is 34.35, whereas, the arithmetic mean of the control group is much higher 
41.05. 
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Table 1. The difference between arithmetic means of adolescents with depressive reactions and the control group in the cohesiveness of the  
family system 
 
 Group N M  σ SEM 
K depressive adolescents 20 34.35 8.293 1.854 
control group 20 41.05 6.186 1.383 
 
Test of independent sample 
 Levene Test for Equality of 
Variances 
t-test of equality of arithmetic means 
F. Sig. t Degree of 
freedom 
Sig. Difference 
M  
Standard 
error of 
difference 
95% confidence 
interval 
Lower Higher 
K 1.317 .258 2.896 38 .006 -6.700 2.313 -11.383 -2.017 
 
 
It is very important to emphasize the differences in the patterns of family functioning in terms of the cohesion of 
family systems, especially to focus on the absence of multiplied family systems in the families of depressive 
adolescents. In families with depressive adolescents there are no flexibly and structurally connected family systems, 
which are very important, because these patterns are present in family functioning in culture and can be found in 
some previous studies (Matejevic, 2009, 2012). The presence of these patterns in the family functioning is 
characteristic for our culture that is still collectivistic, in contrast to the tendency to establish patterns characteristic 
for individualistic cultures. These patterns emphasize too much community and closeness, that is considered to be 
dysfunctional because it slows down the process of independence of the adolescents, in some way it seems that these 
patterns have protective function because adolescents from this type of families do not have depressive reactions. 
We must mention again the problem of the sample’s size and the need for further research of this problem. 
 
Table 2. Correlation between flexibility, cohesiveness and parenting style of adolescents with depressive reactions 
Parent Parenting Style of Parents Flexibility Cohesiveness 
Mother Rejecting / / 
Overprotecting -0.473* 
0.035 
/ 
Emotional warmth / / 
Favoring subject / / 
Father Rejecting / -0.699** 
0.005 
Overprotecting / -0.756** 
0.002 
Emotional warmth / 0.762** 
0.002 
 
Favoring subject / / 
 
A statistically significant correlation between the dimensions of family flexibility and cohesion and the parenting 
style of the adolescents’ parents with depressive reactions was established which is given in table 2. Mothers of 
depressive adolescents, who express overprotection, have low flexibility of the family systems  (r =-0.473, p=0.05 
level). There are rigid patterns of family functioning, dominance of one person who possesses a high level of 
control, which denotes overprotection of a child, but in a brisk and authoritarian way, which contributes to the 
emergence of internalized problems in adolescents’ behaviour. Rules are strictly defined and not easily changed 
which indicates that these families do not have adequate capacities for change which is also problematic family 
functioning because adolescents have the need to develop autonomy and independence. The parenting style of the 
fathers is not in correlation with the dimension of family flexibility but it is with the dimension of family cohesion 
including all categories except for the subject favouring. High rejecting of the fathers is connected to low cohesion 
of the family system (r=-0.699, p=0.01). Expressed overprotection of the fathers indicates low cohesion of the 
family system (r=-0.576, p=0.01), and it is also connected to the lack of emotional warmth of the fathers towards 
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their children (r=0.762, p=0.01). The given results can be understood from the systemic perspective in the context of 
the correlation between family and parental functioning because the absence of closeness and community in family 
functioning is reflected on the parenting style of the fathers which is based on rejecting, overprotection and lack of 
emotional warmth. These results can be connected to the results of Erel and Burman (1995) who stated that, based 
on the analysis of 68 researches that deal with the connection between the marital quality and the parenting there is 
“spillover effect”, i.e. positive and negative influence of marital functioning on parental functioning. Numerous 
researches show that fathers tend to reflect the inadequate relations in marriage through inadequate parenting. The 
findings by Grych (2002) show that fathers who emphasized stability over marriage satisfaction, behaved more 
adequately towards their children; whereas fathers, who noticed lower marriage satisfaction, behaved more 
intrusively towards their children. In contrast to that, mothers who reported on the decrease of marriage satisfaction, 
behaved more adequately in their interaction with their children. We have to mention that although our sample is 
small, these correlations are very high and indicate that there is a need to repeat the research on a bigger sample.  
 
5. Conclusions  
 
There is a significant difference in the functionality of family systems of adolescents with depressive reactions 
and those from the control group, on the dimension of cohesion. Adolescents with depressive reactions come from 
families where the level of cohesion is significantly lower and those are family systems that do not nurture closeness 
and community. Moreover, in these families adolescents do not have the adequate feeling accepting and belonging 
to the family. In disengaged families there is no feeling of community, but an emphasized independence which is 
experienced as estrangement and impossibility to ask for help and for family support because family members are 
distanced. Taking into consideration that the patterns in our culture emphasize community the most, it is clear that 
the lack of closeness and community can be easily connected to the depressive reactions of the adolescents, which 
implicates that emphasizing closeness and community has protective function in some way. Results have shown that 
in family systems where there are rigid patterns of family functioning, mothers are overprotective with lack of 
emotional warmth which indicates overprotection of the child but in a brisk and authoritarian way. It is also shown 
that low cohesion in families of adolescents with depressive reactions can be connected to the rejecting, 
overprotecting parenting style and with the lack of emotional warmth of the fathers, which is reflected on the 
adolescents’ development. These results have also confirmed that the absence of closeness and community in family 
relations is reflected on the parenting style which indicates a connection between family and parental functioning 
that can be explained by “the spillover effect”, as stated by Erel and Burman. It can also be discussed in the context 
of the reflection of family function on fathers’ behaviour, where results show that fathers tend to reflect their 
discontentment with marriage through inadequate fatherhood. These results also show how important is the fathers’ 
contribution for the adequate development of adolescents and how much the fathers and mothers’ rejection has 
negative consequences on adolescents’ development. 
 
References 
Arrindell, W. A., Akkerman, A. N., Bages, L., Feldman, V. E., Caballo, T. P. S., Oei, B. Torres, G., Canalda, J., Castro,  I., Montgomery, M., 
Davis, M.G., Calvo, J. A., Kenardy, D. L. Palenzuela, J.C., Richards, C. C., Leong, M. A., Simon, F. & Zaldívar A., (2005). The Short-
EMBU in Australia, Spain, and Venezuela, European Journal of Psychological Assessment, 21, (1), 56–66. 
Erel, O. & Burman, B., (1995). Interrelatedness of marital relations and parent-child relations: A meta-analytic review. Psychological Bulletin, 
118, 108-132.  
Falci, Ch., (2006). Family structure, closeness to residential and nonresidential parents, and psychological distress in early and middle 
adolescence, The Sociological Quarterly, 47, 123-146.  
Grych, H. J., (2002). Marital Relationships and Parenting, in Borstein, M.H., Handbook of Parenting,, 4 Social Conditions and Applied 
Parenting,: LEA, Mahwah, New Jersey London 
Herba, C. M.,  Ferdinand, R. F., Stijnen, T., Veenstra, R., Oldehinkel, A. J.,  Ormel,  J. & Verhulst, F.C., (2008). Victimisation and suicide 
ideation   in the TRAILS study: specific vulnerabilities of victims, Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 49, (8), 867–876.     
Matejevic, M., (2009). Funkcionalnost porodica studenata i sklonost ka alkoholizmu i narkomaniji, Zbornik: Studenti, seks i droga, Centar za 
naucna istrazivanja SANU i Univerzitet u Nisu, str.  
Matejevic, M., (2012). Funkcionalnost porodicnih sistema i vaspitni stil roditelja u porodicama sa adolescentima: Nastava i vaspitanje, br.1. str.  
Olson, D.H., (2000): Circumplex Model of Family Systems. Journal of Family Therapy. 22,  (2), 144-167.  
239 Marina Matejevic et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  185 ( 2015 )  234 – 239 
Schaefer, E.S. , (1959): A Circumplex model for maternal behavior, Journal of  Abnormal and Social Psyhology, 59, 226-235.  
Steinberg, L. & Silk, J. S., (2002):  Parenting Adolescents  in   Handbook of Parenting   Marc H.  Bornsein: Children and Parenting,  Mahwah, 
New Jersey:London. 
 
